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ABSTRACT 
 
Completing a professional portfolio as part of coursework gives beginning library and information professionals 
a tool which helps them bridge the gap between being a student and a practitioner. Portfolios require them to 
reflect on their learning outcomes, so that they can communicate these to employers, and encourage them to 
design strategies for professional development. Portfolios promote reflective practice and may continue to be 
used in the workplace. They are also a useful mechanism for established librarians who wish to record their 
professional growth, plans and contributions. The idea may even be applied to monitoring the achievements and 
performance of whole libraries or smaller units within libraries. 
 
The first part of this paper reviews portfolios as a tool for reflecting on, showcasing and developing the practice 
of entry level library and information professionals. Examples of portfolio contents, and reactions to the process, 
in this part of the paper come from students, (now colleagues), who have recently completed the Graduate 
Diploma of Information Studies [GDLIS] at the Queensland University of Technology [QUT]. 
 
The potential of portfolios as a reflective professional development tool raises interesting possibilities for 
organisations, educational programs and professional associations. For example, LIS educators could consider 
strengthening the role of portfolios in courses; organisations could use them as part of the employee selection 
process; and professional associations such as ALIA could use them as one mechanism for recognising 
professional status, or establish them as a recommended professional development tool. These roles for the 
portfolio form the focus of the second half of this paper. 
 
 
REFLECTIVE PORTFOLIOS - WHAT ARE THEY? 
 
 Portfolios are a compilation of evidence of experience, achievement, and professional 
development. In this sense the portfolio for LIS professionals is very similar to that 
constructed by members of other professional groups such as architects and artists. 
Conventionally, examples of work and evidence of achievement are placed in the portfolio. 
Once an individual’s portfolio exists, it is likely to be modified from time to time for different 
purposes. Extracts from it may be placed into a smaller portfolios for the purpose of a job 
application or interview. The various sections of the portfolio may also change to mirror 
shifting personal interests or trends in the profession. 
 
As well as documenting performance, portfolios may be used to encourage or enhance 
reflective practice. Reflective practice (Donald Schon 1983, 1987), is that process of thinking 
in action, usually in ‘muddy waters’. It involves wondering what it would be best to do, 
group consultation, action, evaluation and eventually finding a better way forward. 
Reflection : 
 
‘... reveal(s) to us aspects of our experience that might have remained hidden had we no taken 
time to consider...  Past experiences are considered in the light of new information. Reflection 
allows us to draw conclusions about our past experience and develop new insights that we can 
apply to our future activities.’ (Wade 1996: 64) 
  
Interest is reflection is usually marked by an implicit belief that “...knowledge is personally 
constructed, socially mediated, and inherently situated.” (Clarke 1995: 243) 
 
When used this way, portfolios become a tool, not only for showcasing, but also for reflecting 
upon and developing our professional practice. Reflection may be on anything, such as our 
developing skills or on aspects of the profession that we are coming to see differently or 
would like to change. Elements of planning and evaluation of professional development 
would naturally find a place in a reflective portfolio. 
 
Reflective portfolios are potentially useful for students, beginning and experienced 
professionals, as well as for organisations and parts of organisations. For the student, they 
may help bridge the gap between education and professional practice by: 
 
• facilitating reflection on learning outcomes; 
• facilitating reflection on personal achievement, future plans; 
• facilitating communication with employers; 
• encouraging the design of strategies for professional development; and 
• introducing a professional development tool of ongoing value. 
 
Although there will be differences between the portfolios of beginners and more experienced 
people, some components would be common to both groups. These may include 1) a 
compilation of material demonstrating capabilities, a professional development plan and 
personal reflections on matters relevant to the individual 2) evidence of personal initiative in 
learning 3) evidence of participation in the life of the profession and 4) evidence of 
contribution to the profession. 
  
Portfolios can take any form that suits their owner. Some popular options include electronic 
portfolios, folders in a filing cabinet, a box, expandable file, or ring binder. Again the actual 
form of the portfolio may change as it grows in size or as different presentation needs are 
encountered. 
 
 
CONTENTS OF PORTFOLIOS 
 
How do we decide what sections to include in our portfolios? Their internal structure is 
generally determined by our underlying reasons for creating them, and the stage in our 
careers that we have reached. There are usually two main reasons for maintaining a portfolio: 
 
• For personal reflection and development - these portfolios are usually divided by interest 
areas. 
• For job applications or promotion - these portfolios are best segmented into ‘selection 
criteria’.  
 
As previously mentioned, shifts between the two purposes will lead to structural 
modifications. If elements of both purposes are of interest, then this will also be reflected in 
the portfolio’s structure. 
 
The end goal of the portfolio is to develop and communicate a picture of ourselves as library 
and information professionals. More experienced librarians would wish to document their 
specialist skills, perhaps in client service, policy development, planning, evaluation or 
training. In what follows, I outline possible elements of a ‘Beginning Professional Portfolio’. 
Most of the contents of such a portfolio can be considered as either ‘showcasing’, 
‘developing practice’ or ‘reflecting’.  
 
In all portfolios it is useful to include a ‘professional development plan’, and a ‘current 
awareness and networking strategy’ within the framework. It is also worth documenting 
‘transferable skills’ particularly in relation to technology; these are assuming considerable 
importance in the development of job opportunities and career paths for LIS professionals 
(Raddon 1996). 
 
 Showcasing 
 
When deciding what material should be ‘showcased’, consider the following elements: 
  
• CV. 
• Evidence of skills, capabilities generated from coursework/fieldwork. 
• Evidence of independent learning. 
• Evidence of professional contribution- eg. membership of committees, articles for Incite. 
• Other? 
 
Some items that students completing the QUT GDLIS have been able to place in their 
portfolios include: help sheets designed for users, personal web pages, abstracts they have 
written themselves, a ‘mini-conspectus’ completed while on field work, photographs of 
posters, ‘web-posters’, extracts from compilation of a bibliographic database, Dialog and CD-
Rom search reports, management audits, designs for a management information system, 
collection development policies, library practicum reports, sample SQL queries, and 
powerpoint presentations. 
 
Evidence of professional contribution is usually varied and may take a range of forms. In 
1997, students established a networking directory for the graduating group. Two  students 
began established personal consultancies. Others contributed to Library Week and Children’s 
Book Week displays. There were some voluntary projects undertaken such as the 
development of a database, multicultural storytelling kits, presence on ALIA and QLPC 
committees and book reviews written for newspapers. At least one student wrote a letter to 
InCite, which has since been published. 
 
Developing Practice 
 
The following elements may be included in the portfolio as evidence of personal interest in 
continued professional development: 
 
• Job search plan - letters of application, organisations to contact. 
• Professional development plan - Aims, goals, strategies. 
• Current awareness and networking strategy. 
• Evidence of professional participation - eg. attendance at seminars. 
 
ALIA’s Professional Development Manual, available to members free of charge, can be a 
useful tool for this section of the portfolio. 
 
 
Reflecting/Journalling 
 
Reflection usually involves writing as a strategy for documenting our thinking about aspects 
of professional life. We can reflect on the past, present or future (the temporal dimension), 
using different media such as journals, case-studies, metaphor (the means dimension), and 
individually or in groups or pairs (the number dimension). (Kottkamp 1990, p.183-4).  
 
In developing a ‘reflective’ component to the portfolio, consider focussing on personal 
experience and thinking about: 
 
• reactions to current issues; 
• changing responses to/understanding of the profession; 
• changing interpretations of coursework; 
• personal future directions. 
 
Students with whom I have worked, have reflected on events occurring during their 
fieldwork, on the content of seminars conducted by other students during the semester, on 
matters like ‘the personalities of librarians’ and the various kinds of library and information 
organisations that exist. One student wrote that reflections were: ‘an excellent opportunity to 
vent frustrations and record thoughts and ideas’. 
 
 
DESIGNING A PORTFOLIO 
 
Table One (below) includes a number of prompts which may assist librarians wanting to 
design a preliminary structure for a portfolio. 
 
 
Table One: Prompts for Portfolio Design 
 
 
  Prompts For Portfolio Design 
What is the primary purpose of your portfolio? eg job-seeking, professional 
development? 
What segments should be included in the portfolio to further your primary purpose? 
What materials do you presently have to place in your portfolio? 
What material would you care to develop for your portfolio? 
If you were to take a portfolio of material to a job interview, what would you like to 
include? 
If you were interviewing a new graduate, what would you hope to see in their 
portfolio? 
 
 
 
 
THE VALUE OF PORTFOLIOS 
 
The perceived value of compiling a portfolios seems to depend on the ability to effectively 
self-assess or engage in peer review. The portfolio compiler needs to be able to identify 
significant evidence, quality evidence, and be able to share their portfolio and respond to peer 
feedback. A certain amount of critical thinking needs to be applied to be able to differentiate 
between the important and the unimportant. 
 
Amongst students at the end of their coursework, the portfolio experience is perceived 
positively if they have successfully represented themselves for job-seeking purposes and if 
they have recognised the importance of reflection. In the education process portfolio 
compilation prompts reflective practice in many [but not all] students (Wade 1996, p.63). The 
following comments about portfolios were made by QUT students in 1996 and 1997. 
 
 “An element of perfectionism has meant that my portfolio was not as representative of  
my abilities as it could have been. ... I should have included a summary of 
achievements that illustrate qualities ... that are required for success in my chosen 
career.” 
 
“...useful in crystallising my own thoughts and in reviewing how much I have 
achieved in the last year. I originally thought it would be useful for job-seeking, but 
my emphasis has changed to its value in aiding reflection” 
 
“As I began the self-assessment process which underlies the compilation of the 
portfolio the value of the exercise became more obvious. Without the portfolio, a 
‘picture of my professional self’ and a ‘clear statement of my professional goals’ are 
things most of us would have allowed to drift... These things should be clear in a 
student’s mind long before an interview is offered. The portfolio ensures that this is 
the case”. 
 
“... a valuable asset to help one prepare for employment opportunities” 
 
 
PORTFOLIOS IN LIBRARY EDUCATION 
 
Use of portfolios in courses is generally likely to be favoured by educators who foster a 
constructivist approach to learning (Biggs 1996). They are used in art education (Castoglione 
1996), environmental education (Fien and Rawling 1996), teacher education (Wade and 
Yarborough 1996), and the health professions (Jensen and Saylor 1994) amongst others. 
Educators may also require students to prepare portfolios in recognition of the increasingly 
important role they are playing in professional associations. 
 
Where portfolios are used in teaching and learning, Clarke (1995) suggests the following:  
 
• focussing attention on students initial understanding of the process and its purpose; 
• encouraging student ownership and individual expression; 
• providing some structured aspects to balance the open-ended nature of portfolios; and 
• evaluating portfolio process and students’ responses. 
 
The highly personal nature of portfolios makes them difficult to assess.  Educators sometimes 
respond to this by listing large numbers of items which must be included, a procedure which 
denies students the opportunity to construct and display their own beginning professional 
persona (Simmons 1996, p.71). Where portfolios form part of course based assessment it is 
important to ensure that students are not overly constrained in what they should include. A 
small number of ‘compulsory items’ at most, should be accompanied by criteria to help guide 
student selection of material. Including an exercise on student self-assessment, based on 
specified criteria can also be helpful in this regard.  
 
For example, when compiling a portfolio on completion of the QUT GDLIS, student are 
asked to self-assess according to qualitatively different levels of achievement. These ‘levels’ 
will be outlined for the 1998 cohort as follows. These criteria are intended to be ‘inclusive’. 
To achieve a grade of ‘7’ the student would have to demonstrate achievement at all levels. 
 
• For a target grade of ‘4’, the portfolios should demonstrate satisfactory completion of a 
series of five compulsory items: 1) a CV, 2) statement of career goals and objectives, 3) a 
current awareness strategy, 4) a personal professional development program for the next 
two years, and 5) personal achievements to date that are relevant to the profession. 
• For a target grade of ‘5’, include material that demonstrates personal initiative in 
learning . Examples of work that could be included here are reflections, a personal web-
page etc 
• For a target grade of ‘6’, include material that demonstrates participation in the life of the 
profession. Eg. attendance at ALIA seminars 
• For a target grade of ‘7’, include material that demonstrates contribution to the life of the 
profession. Eg, evidence of contribution to Queensland Library Promotion Council or 
ALIA sections, preparation of copy for QUILL etc. 
 
The criteria based approach to assessment by portfolio is strongly advocated by Biggs (1996, 
p.360); and Jarvinen and Kohonen (1995) note that ‘Self assessment is an important tool for 
professional development’. I have found that the mix of self-assessment and criteria-based 
assessment works well. I have also found that when I suggest examples of possible items to 
include for certain criteria, many students slavishly follow these suggestions rather than 
identifying the material most appropriate for them to include. 
 
To emphasise technological literacy, students could develop ‘electronic portfolios’ (Moersch 
and Fisher 1995), perhaps in the form of a web document. Where electronic publishing is 
used, students should be encouraged to design their work so that they can ‘display’ it to 
advantage in contexts where the audience may not have ready access to the necessary 
technology. For example, an interview room may not be set up with computers, or networked 
computers. 
 
 
PORTFOLIOS IN ORGANISATIONS AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS 
 
Although much has been said in the literature about using portfolios in the educational 
process, there is less material available about their use in organisations and professional 
associations. The next section briefly addresses the use of portfolios in these contexts. 
 
Portfolios in organisations 
 
 How could portfolios help development at an organisational level? ‘Corporate 
reflection is both a possible and a potentially powerful means of improving professional 
practice.’ (Kottkamp 1990, p.184) Such reflection may be internally initiated or facilitated by 
consultants with the intention of implementing change. Compiling a portfolio for the aspect 
of the organisation in focus would then involve applying the same principles as for personal 
portfolios such as documenting/showcasing aspects of current practice. The aspect of the 
organisation in focus may be an organisational unit, a function, or a process such as 
leadership, team building or policy writing. Portfolios can also be integrated into the 
organisation’s training and development program (Redman 1994); in which case they will 
reveal strengths within the organisation as well as developmental needs. 
 
 
How can portfolios aid the employee selection process?  
 
Simmons (1996) reinforces the need for general-purpose portfolios to be modified for 
interview purposes. For an interview, she suggests that slim portfolios, containing highlights 
from the original, should be compiled to include displays which ‘...like miniature magazine 
articles complete with graphic layout, will be arresting, will focus ideas, and will generate 
discussion...’(p.79).  
 
Students with whom I have worked, have devised a couple of strategies for highlighting the 
relationship between the material in their portfolio and appointments they were seeking. The 
first of these was the use of slips of paper attached to each item ‘showcased’; these slips of 
paper identified the skills or capabilities reflected in each piece of work. The second was the 
linking of material in the portfolio to selection criteria for typical entry level librarian 
positions. In this strategy each selection criteria constituted a section for which a ‘paragraph’ 
response was written; practical examples of work completed during the course were then 
selected to demonstrate achievement of the various criteria. For example, the student’s 
‘current awareness strategy’ was linked to a selection criteria taking the form ‘Demonstrated 
ability to maintain up to date working knowledge of the library sector’; and her home page 
was associated with a criteria related to ‘the ability to use technology’. 
 
If applicants for positions are encouraged to bring portfolios to an interview, or to make 
samples of their work available before an interview, selection panels have more concrete 
evidence to examine than verbal responses to questions.  
 
 What is the potential role of portfolios in professional associations? 
 
Portfolios have begun to be used by professional associations for accreditation of individuals. 
LIS educators will be familiar with ‘CEDA’ accreditation, where submission of a portfolio 
gains higher educators recognition of expertise in teaching. The Library Association has also 
begun to include the portfolio as one of the methods of submitting material when applying for 
associateship (Atton 1995).  
 
Portfolios can also be recognised by professional associations as one amongst a range of 
possible professional development tools. Accepting portfolios as a mechanism for applying 
for membership or associateship, however, would considerably strengthen and legitimise 
such recognition. Using portfolios for certification of new teachers suggests that this 
technique fosters a new culture of collaboration and commitment to learning: 
 
“What emerges... is a new culture of teacher education whereby teachers collaborate with each 
other and develop a commitment to their own learning and the learning of others in the 
community.” (Jarvinen and Kohonen, 1995, p.35) 
 
It is conceivable that the same outcome would apply to the introduction of accreditation by 
portfolio in a different professional context. 
 
In Australia , the ALIA Board of Education has recently proposed a ‘higher membership 
level’ option. Such a membership category may be based on evidence of ongoing 
professional development, in which case portfolios would form an ideal basis for assessing 
eligibility. Regan (1993) describes a ‘critical incident’ portfolio as being a suitable 
mechanism for assessing the professional development of experienced personnel. She argues 
that the comprehensive approach is no longer appropriate for professionals with a number of 
years experience, and that they should be encouraged to document and reflect on selected 
‘critical incidents’ that have influenced their professional development. 
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